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THE ROLE OF DYNAMIC CAPABILITIES IN STRATEGY IMPLEMENTATION AT A 
PRIVATE COLLEGE 
ABSTRACT 
There is a growing sense that tertiary institutions lack the necessary dynamism needed to align and 
realign assets continuously in order to achieve the necessary congruence with the environment. The 
aim of this study was to explore the role of dynamic capabilities on strategy implementation at a 
private college operating in South Africa to overcome capacity issues around strategic change. This 
study drew on dynamic capabilities theory, for clues as to how organisations become dynamic through 
bolstering sensing, seizing and transformation capacities.  The study followed a qualitative approach, 
with a single case as the research strategy. An interpretivist role was assumed because it allowed 
understanding and exploration in a context-specific setting. Content analysis was utilised to analyse 
the data generated from the interviews conducted. The study revealed the presence of sensing and 
seizing capacities at the private college. It was established that there were inadequacies in the college’s 
ability to transform within the context of dynamic capabilities as provided in the framework.  The 
conclusion was that dynamic capabilities were catalytic in nature and therefore the implementation of 
strategy should balance the three capacities namely, sensing, seizing and transforming. It was 
recommended that the private college should further investigate the possibilities of refining its 
transformational capacity to augment the level of dynamic capabilities it already enjoyed. 
Keywords: dynamic capabilities, strategy implementation, private college 
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INTRODUCTION   
The art of strategic management, derived from warfare philosophy, has found worldwide acceptance 
in present-day business circles. Strategic management is a discipline concerned with how 
organisations achieve congruence with the environment, through continuous formulation and 
implementation of strategies (Yi, He, Ndofor, and Wei, 2015:18). In reality, the development of 
capacity to implement strategic change has proven to be a challenge for most contemporary 
organisations (Fedato, Pires, and Trez, 2017:289; Lee and Puranam, 2016:1530).  
Boniface and Groenewald 2016:26 & Foss and Saebi 2017:207) have singled out dynamic capabilities 
as a catalyst for strategy implementation Dynamic capabilities are strategic processes and routines 
used by managers to reconfigure their organisations to keep up with changes occurring in their 
respective industrial settings (Atkinson, 2013:252). Dynamic capabilities were initially advanced in 
the private sector and are spreading into the higher education context to assist universities and colleges 
to anticipate and respond to their changing environments (Leih and Teece, 2016:186).  
According to Yuan, Li, Vlas and Peng (2016:20) no preceding measures of dynamic capabilities in a 
higher education context exist to date. Furthermore, the few articles that have conjecturally subjected 
the concept of dynamic capabilities to a higher education context have used qualitative methodologies 
to proffer impressionistic insight into incapacity during strategy implementation (Leih and Teece, 
2016:203).  
Therefore, a better understanding of how rapidly growing organisations, through deployment of 
dynamic capabilities, successfully align and realign their resource base to ascend to new spheres, 
structures, processes and value chains is needed (Felin and Powell, 2016:78; Pisano, 2016:3; Teece, 
Pisano and Shuen, 1997:509-533). Undoubtedly, Yuan et al. (2016:20) call for future academics to 
embark on efforts to fill this theoretical gap. 
PROBLEM INVESTIGATED   
According to Navarro and Gallardo (2003:199) there is a visible lack of the espousal of dynamic 
capabilities as a strategic option in HEIs. This lack of dynamic capabilities prompts the need to 
investigate the lack of change capacity within context. There is thus an evident research gap relating 
to the adoption of dynamic capabilities. Researchers (Danneels 2016:2175; Giudici & Reinmoeller 
2012:445; Pisano 2016:3) argue that more empirical research in the area of dynamic capabilities is 
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needed.  The absence of dynamic capabilities (sensing, seizing and transformation capacities) 
particularly during strategic change, has a direct impact on organisational performance. Therefore, the 
capacity issues presented when implementing growth strategies at a private college can possibly be 
attributed to a lack of dynamic capabilities. 
This capacity is encapsulated in the notion that there has to be an institutional ability to change as 
informed by strategic imperatives, an ability which is lacking in higher education contexts for the 
most part (Leih & Teece, 2016:189).  To date, this study has not detected any study subjecting 
dynamic capabilities to the higher education sector in South Africa. Pursuant to a deeper 
understanding of the need for dynamic capabilities as a catalyst for implementation of strategy, it is 
essential to explore a specific private HEI undergoing strategic change in South Africa. In other words, 
the lack of dynamic capabilities at the private college has presented an opportunity to examine sensing, 
seizing and transformation capacities, as critical components in the conceptual rendering of dynamic 
capabilities 
Following the research problem, the subsequent research question was asked: 
Are the capacity inadequacies and the lack of support for implementing strategies evident at the private 
HEI the result of the absence of dynamic capabilities? 
RESEARCH OBJECTIVE  
From the research problem and question, the objective of this study was to determine the 
understanding and level of dynamic capabilities within the private college. 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
Competitive dynamics research (Smith, Ferrier and Ndofor, 2001:3) underscores three indispensable 
drivers of an organisation’s ability to adapt as “awareness, motivation and capabilities” (Yi et al., 
2015:19). Although awareness (sensing) addresses the necessity for change and motivates the reasons 
for change, the ability to implement (transform) strategies predicates on the organisation’s capabilities 
(Ndofor, Sirmon, and He, 2011:640; Ouma and Gichinga, 2017:1390).  
Building on competitive dynamics research, dynamic capabilities are disaggregated into three 
capacities as follows: sensing, seizing and transformation (Teece, 2007:1342). Successful 
implementation is made possible by institutions’ capabilities to sense as well as seize prospects and 
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to transform their resource-base to augment a better strategic fit with the changing business 
environment. If these capabilities are properly coordinated, institutions turn around strategies more 
rapidly.   
Sensing capacity 
Protogerou, Caloghirou and Lioukas (2011:615) and Wilhelm, Schlomer and Maurer (2015:329); 
postulate that sensing entails undertakings directed towards environmental scanning in an attempt to 
identify opportunities as well as threats. As indicated in table 1 below, sensing encapsulates analytical 
systems (and individual capacities) to learn and to sense, filter, shape and calibrate opportunities 
(Teece, 2007:1342).  
Table 1: Sensing capacity 
Class  Nature Micro-foundations Actions  
Sensing Discovering 
opportunities 
Cognitive capacities of 
employees; organisational 
processes. 
Scanning and monitoring 
technological developments in the 
market. 
 
Source: adapted from Castiaux (2012:9)  
Seizing capacity  
Alinaghian, Gregory and Srai (2012:16) denote seizing as an organisation’s ability to handpick sensed 
as well as shaped prospects continuously and apportion both tangible and intangible assets to capture 
opportunities developed. Organisations must create and sustain conditions that promote employee 
engagement as well as motivation. To seize sensed opportunities, it is paramount to forge strong 
relationships with customers and suppliers (Teece, 2011:499). Teece (2011:501) further argues that, 
organisations that shape and orchestrate both tangible and intangible assets successfully, profit 
handsomely.  Seizing entails enterprise structures, procedures, organisational designs and incentives 
for capitalising sensed opportunities as illustrated in Table 2 below.  
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Table 2: Seizing capacity 
Class  Nature Micro-foundations Actions  
Seizing Addressing the sensed 
opportunities through 
new educational 
programmes (degrees) 
Selecting product 
archetypes and business 
models; building 
commitment and loyalty. 
Selecting target markets for the 
new programs; designing 
revenue architectures; fostering 
the right culture and values.  
Source: adapted from Castiaux (2012:9) 
Transformation capacity   
Transforming embodies continuous alignment and realignment of specific tangible and intangible 
assets to achieve the necessary congruence with the environment (Teece, 2007:1319). In the same 
vein, Bowman and Ambrosini (2003:290) and Wilhelm et al. (2015:329) argue that transforming 
(reconfiguring) includes all activities aimed at reorganising extant operating capabilities.  
Table 3 below illustrates the nuances of transformation from a dynamic capabilities perspective. 
Table 1: Transformation capacity 
Class  Nature Micro-foundations Actions  
Transformation Continuous 
alignment of 
resource base. 
Decentralisation; 
governance; co-
specialisation; knowledge 
management. 
Adopting loosely coupled 
structures; developing 
coordination and integration 
skills; incentive alignment; 
learning; expertise transfer. 
Source: adapted from Castiaux (2012:10) 
While dynamic capabilities act as a catalyst for strategy implementation (Boniface and Groenewald, 
2016:266; Foss and Saebi 2017:207), the emphasis of the present study is situated in the higher 
education context within South Africa. The higher education sector in South Africa has transformed 
significantly since the dawn of democracy owing to several changes. 
  
7 
 
The South African higher education context  
Higher education in South Africa in the new democratic dispensation has never been more capricious 
than it is at present; given the paradoxical and complex nature by which it represents itself (Council 
on Higher Education, 2016). There is a significant increase in the demand for private higher education 
in South Africa partly because of the unending trials prevalent in the country’s public education 
system. In the same vein, Andrews (2017:1) argues that the evolution of industries, as well as change 
in demographics, propagates the need for education to grow.  
The unending trials include questionable governance, poor infrastructure, teacher shortages as well as 
limited capacity at public universities (Dludla, 2015). Implicit in these challenges is the poor 
implementation of the government’s higher education mandate. It is in this vein that an outline of 
some of the trials that are threatening institutions of higher education in South Africa is provided 
hereunder.  The controversial “Fees Must Fall” movement, which was a protest in favour of free higher 
education, has caused an upset in the higher education sector, forcing both public universities and 
private colleges to revise their strategies. Public universities have been affected the most by the protest 
and as a result, new application and registration processes and capabilities for instance, had to be 
created to ensure the smooth running of operations at universities (Council on Higher Education, 
2016).  
In the South African context, there is a distinction between public HEIs and private education 
institutions, which are the focus of the present research. The Council on Higher Education (CHE) 
regulates both private and public institutions, while the South African Qualifications Authority 
(Council on Higher Education, 2016:148-149) moderates their qualifications. The difference between 
the public and the private sector lies partly in the funding model.  
Private HEIs do not receive any subsidies from the government of South Africa. Consequently, the 
key to their success lies in their ability to align industry needs with their curriculum as well as produce 
the highest value for stakeholders (Leih and Teece, 2016:182). These alignments are realised by 
creating new resource configurations (transformation) as markets “emerge, collide, split, evolve, and 
die” (Eisenhardt and Martin, 2000:1107).  
Herein lies the need for private sector innovation, which is dependent on the deployment of dynamic 
capabilities to accelerate strategic change. Taken as a whole, the discourse above casts strong evidence 
on the proposition that dynamic capabilities (sensing, seizing and transformation) offer an 
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indispensable perspective to address the longstanding problem of strategy implementation. It is 
therefore important to seek insights from the discipline of strategic management to assess the adoption 
of strategic implementation processes as driven by dynamic capabilities.  
Tertiary educational institutions and dynamic capabilities 
The role played by institutions of learning goes beyond education and research and also involves 
procreation of new business ventures and solving current business problems by introducing new 
innovative ways. Thus, the gravitas and credence of academic institutions warrant an investigation on 
how these organisations are strategically managed (Leih and Teece, 2016:181).  
To date, most research on dynamic capabilities has confronted the questions regarding what dynamic 
capabilities are, what differentiates them from other typologies of capabilities, and what their 
consequence on organisational performance is (Helfat, Finkelstein, Mitchell, Petaraf, Singh, Teece, 
and Winter, 2007:35-37). However, the question around how dynamic capabilities bridge the gap 
between formulation and implementation of growth strategies is still in its infancy and somewhat 
unanswered (Helfat et al., 2007:37).  
This gap is evidenced by the lack of capacity and dynamism in most tertiary institutions across the 
globe, as noted by Leih and Teece (2016:183). The problem of capacity could be attributed to the fact 
that dynamic capabilities have seldom been subjected conjecturally to the higher education sector, 
particularly in South Africa.  
According to Eriksson (2013:313) dynamic capabilities can be scrutinised on different analytical 
levels (projects, individual, organisation’s unit, subsidiary and whole organisation). It is therefore 
important to state the unit of analysis for purposes of rigour. A dynamic capabilities view (Leih and 
Teece, 2016:182) was adopted in this study, drawing full attention to a private HEI that had recently 
gone through a significant transformation.  
Dynamic capabilities theory is indispensable considering the turbulent environment in which 
universities and colleges operate. Globalisation and advancement in ICT place a high demand for 
dynamism in HEIs (Boniface & Groenewald, 2016:266). These global changes mean that HEIs cannot 
survive on the old ways of doing things but need to change and adapt for survival. As continual 
transformation of the business landscape prevails, the gap between practice and theory also widens 
(Felin & Powell, 2016:81).  
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Many scholars (Teece, 2007:1342; Pisano, 2016:2; Yi et al., 2015), agree that dynamic capabilities 
are an expedient strategic tool management and can be used to enhance as well as facilitate 
implementation of growth strategies. In addition, there is an empirical nexus between growth, capacity 
to change, and dynamic capabilities. Despite the relevance of the construct in other settings, dynamic 
capabilities have hardly been subjected conjecturally to the tertiary education sector in South Africa. 
In the few studies that cross-examine systematically how dynamic capabilities aid rapidly growing 
organisations to adapt, it is still in its infancy (Leih & Teece, 2016:183).  
Private higher education institution under study  
The increase in demand for private higher education in South Africa has presented massive prospects 
for growth in the sector. As a result, a perennial leader in private higher education has adopted an 
accelerated growth strategy through acquisitions, mergers, horizontal integration and market 
development (Annual Integrated Report, 2017:18). To capitalise on the opportunity, the holding 
company has merged two campuses that used to operate under different brands, to form one private 
HEI. Because of the strategic shift, the carrying capacity has trebled to about 9 000 students. 
The holding company has placed enormous responsibility on the newly established private college to 
dovetail with the existing growth strategy. According to McKelvie and Wiklund (2010:264), growth 
is a process and can be defined as the change of state amid two points in time. Since the growth in the 
student numbers, the college has realised outstanding financial results and has contributed 
significantly to the revenue of the holding company. However, this unparalleled growth has not been 
without its challenges.  
Although the institution has had an illustrious existence that spans over five decades, scholars such as 
Hood (2004) cited in Leih and Teece (2016:184), contend that, “reputations built on the memorable 
success of the past do not themselves provide a stable foundation for the future.”  However, the private 
college has been grappling with operational inefficiencies. The undesirable error threshold and the 
existence of poor customer service infer a possible lack of operational flexibility. If such a moderate 
approach is unabated, throughput rate will drop, students will turn to competitors and performance 
results will be inadequate in the long-run. These challenges are reminiscent of a proposition advanced 
by Hitt, Jackson, Carmona, Bierman, Shalley and Wright (2017:1), who contend that strategy 
implementation is much more complicated and elaborate than strategy formation.  
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In response to this proposition, Kaplan and Norton (2008:10) argue that organisations fail at 
implementing growth strategies because they lack an all-encompassing strategic tool to integrate and 
realign strategy formulation and implementation. Likewise, Leih and Teece (2016:183) have revealed 
empirically that a lack of management excellence at American universities, coupled with hardly any 
theoretical frameworks (dynamic capabilities) to deal with change has compromised adaptation. 
Tondolo, Gonçalves, Bitencourt, Cristina and Portella (2010:84) propose that failure to appreciate 
dynamic capabilities tenets will culminate in a lack of organisational capacity to narrow the gap 
between formulation and implementation of strategies, thus compromising the ability to adapt.   
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
Research philosophy   
According to Guba and Lincoln (1994:107) interrogations concerning research paradigms are more 
important to interrogations of research methods. For this study it was, therefore, imperative to adopt 
an interpretivist approach, to understand how sensing, seizing and transformation accelerated 
implementation of growth strategies at a private college operating in South Africa.   To achieve the 
research objectives, the researcher’s epistemological stance had to be premised on common sense as 
it is regarded as an important knowledge source in qualitative research. Furthermore, this episteme 
has proved effective in previous dynamic capabilities studies, as noted by Pisano (2015:1). 
Research approach 
Suddaby (2006), quoted in Saunders and Lewis (2016:125), postulates that an abduction starts with 
an observation of an unusual fact. What was unusual in this single case study was the abrupt trebling 
of student numbers in a very short space of time or, in other words, the exponential growth of the 
private college.  Against this backdrop, an abductive approach was adopted because the theory in 
question is in its infancy in terms of theoretical development (Verona and Ravasi 2003:579).  
Type of study 
The researcher adopted a single case because it fitted Yin’s (2014) criteria of critical and unique. Case-
based research, as evidenced in literature, offers penetrating insight into the origins and development 
of dynamic capabilities and their possible relationship to strategy implementation. The researcher was 
employed at the private college and the choice of the case was partly influenced by this. Thus, the 
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choice of the private college as the research case solved two very important aspects of case study 
research, namely convenience and access to critical information. 
Research strategy 
The qualitative approach provided an understanding and a description of people’s personal 
experiences regarding dynamic capabilities, strategy formulation and implementation. It could 
describe, in rich detail, the sensing, seizing and transformation capacities embedded within the private 
college (Patton, 2001:39). 
Population and sample 
The population within the sample universe consisted of every employee working for the private 
institution, a staff complement of about 100 individuals. The interview pool comprised decision-
makers, tacticians and front desk employees who interacted with patrons. Having interviewees who 
cut across all the levels helped to answer pertinent questions around how strategy was implemented, 
as well as how the institution sensed, seized and transformed at both individual and organisational 
levels. 
Purposive and convenience sampling were the sampling methods of choice in this inquiry. The 
targeted population comprised the employees (entire staff complement of the college) who met certain 
practical criteria, such as easy accessibility, relevance, availability, or the willingness to participate 
(Etikan, Musa, and Alkassim, 2016:2).  Using purposive sampling, allowed the presentation of the 
sample case in a stratified way, thus representing the three capabilities under review. This is consistent 
with Creswell and Plano Clark (2011:56) who argue that successful purposive sampling targets 
individuals or groups who are knowledgeable of the phenomenon under review, as well as offering 
experiential/behavioural, opinions/values and impressions that are expressive of the concept being 
reviewed 
Data collection and analysis 
Code saturation is normally reached at nine interviews, while 16-24 interviews are required to reach 
meaning saturation (Hennink, Kaiser and Marconi, 2017:591). The basic guiding principle of the 
saturation theory is that at some point in the interviews, no new or contrary information will be coming 
through, especially information with the capacity and capability to change the findings. In other words, 
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at 16 interviews, information gathered is as good as can be gathered even if more interviews were to 
be held. In view hereof, 16 interviews were conducted. 
The interview guide was premised primarily on the research question as well as the reviewed 
literature, thus enabling the construction of neutral semi-structured interview questions which allowed 
for broad responses from the interviewees (Welman, Kruger and Mitchell, 2005:35).  The interview 
questions were categorised into two sections. The first section asked interviewees to provide data such 
as position, level and tenure. The second section asked interviewees to provide information relating 
to sensing, seizing, and transformation capabilities at the institution. 
Content analysis technique was chosen. This technique is effective as it is widely accepted in dynamic 
capabilities circles, as observed in previous analogous research (Verona and Ravasi, 2003; Daneels, 
2002).   The coding process involved the identification of similar nuances in the text of the interviews 
and allocating them in specific columns for use. This would then be followed by categorisation of the 
coded text consistent with the specific objectives and questions that would have generated the 
responses. After the categorisation process, themes that emerged from the textual rendition of the 
interviews were used as the basis for structuring analysis (De Vos, Strydom, Fouché, and Delport, 
2011:398).  Anonymity and confidentially were built into the questionnaire, thus providing 
interviewees with a sincere sense of security as well as trust.   
FINDINGS AND CONCLUSIONS 
Section A: Demographic profile 
The demographic profiling of the sample was of value to this study since it included employees who 
represented various levels in the hierarchy as well as different tenure levels. These were deemed 
critical in this study since they would inform it on the nature and impact of dynamic capabilities on 
strategy implementation. Their skills and cognitive abilities were essential in assessing the level at 
which these capabilities were applied in practice. This resonated with Teece’s (2007:1342) assertion 
that cognitive capacities of employees are central to an organisation’s sensing ability. Consistent with 
this, the investigation established first the levels of the employees and then their tenure at the private 
college. 
In this study, the composition of the sample dealt with establishing the institution’s understanding of 
dynamic capabilities and reflected the notion that strategy awareness is crucial. The majority of the 
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interviewees held management positions as confirmed by the findings. Their decisional role in 
formulation, implementation and evaluation of strategy placed them in a position to offer an 
assessment of the critical role of dynamic capabilities. Radomska (2015:78) states that strategic 
awareness among managers is critical in the process of strategy implementation and “…an effective 
implementation of the strategy requires an adequate adjustment of the capabilities of the organisation.” 
Critical in this insight is the fact that personnel within the organisation need to wield awareness and 
consciousness of the salient abilities that drive strategy.  
The majority (seven) of the interviewees were managers. Five interviewees were supervisors and the 
remaining interviewees were non-managerial. Regarding the tenure, the majority (seven) of the 
employees interviewed had been with the institution for a period of one to three years. Five of the 
employees interviewed had been with the private college for a period of three to five years. Two had 
been working for the college for more than five years but fewer than 10 years. The remaining two had 
been with the institution for more than 10 years.   
Section B:  To investigate the existence of sensing, seizing and transformation capabilities in 
the process of implementing growth strategies 
The core of the dynamic capabilities concept is the institution’s ability to sense and seize opportunities 
to transform. The complexity of the convergence of different aspects of dynamic capabilities required 
answers to the following questions:  
a) Does the institution sense educational opportunity?  
b) Does the institution capitalise on educational opportunities? 
c) Does the institution transform (align resources) to educational opportunities? 
d) Does the institution use dynamic capabilities to implement growth strategies? 
a. Does the institution sense educational opportunity?  
It emerged that most of the interviewees indicated that the institution manifested the presence of 
sensing. In motivating this position, the interviewees indicated that this was evidenced by the 
introduction of new modules, a teaching qualification and massification through integration of two 
different campuses. These strategic actions were deemed to be informed strategic strides for the 
institution in which an alert sensing process contributed to growth imperatives. Table 4 summarises 
the emerging themes that proceeded from interviewee responses: 
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Table 4: Sensing themes emerging from the interviewees’ responses 
Dynamic capability micro-
foundation (sensing) 
Opportunities and threats 
Sensing Recognising emerging opportunities for educational degrees 
(teacher shortages) 
Need for new modules within already existing programmes 
Recognising emerging opportunities for logistics and supply chain 
Recognising threats to enrolment, integration of two campuses to 
form one mega campus 
Massification of higher education 
To appreciate fully the value of sensing in the context of the private college that was investigated, it 
is essential to revisit the definitions and implicit value of sensing in strategic processes. In the dynamic 
capabilities theory sensing refers to the identification of market and technological opportunities and 
leveraging them through the mobilisation of the requisite resources (Katkalo, Pitelis, and Teece, 
2010:1176). Reinforcing this definition of sensing, Teece (2007:1342) identifies it as a shaping, 
scanning, creation, an interpretation and a learning function. The illustrative information provided by 
the interviewees showed a heightened sense of the market conditions in that a series of decisions taken 
by the private college outpaced the performance of other institutions in the same environment. This 
would then imply that the institution’s scanning and interpretation of the market environment 
benefited from the sensing ecosystem. It was this investment in a sensing process that would therefore 
create space for the transformation and growth of the college.  
In essence, the presence of a sensing regime in an institution depicts market sensitivity and 
environmental scanning capacity. This is affirmed by Kohli and Jaworski (1990:6) who define market 
orientation as “the organisation-wide generation of market intelligence, dissemination of its 
intelligence across departments, and organisation-wide responsiveness to it.” The mix of interviewees 
alludes to the ubiquity represented in understanding sensing within the private education institution. 
Reinforcing the importance of market orientation. Narver and Slater (1990:20-35) emphasise the 
competitors’ market capabilities. Interviewees also alluded to the institution’s competitiveness as 
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aided by its sensing capabilities. This further gives credence to the understanding that market 
orientation must be entrenched in the organisational culture as stated by Day (1994:44). The support 
for the importance of market orientation is also evident in other reviewed literature. 
Pisano (2016:2); Morgan, Vorhies and Mason (2009:909); Teece (2007:1325) and Day (1994:1) 
concur that organisations that are market-orientated have a competitive edge over organisations that 
are not. Day (1994:43) argues that market sensing can be a distinctive capability if organisational 
processes for collecting and interpreting customer-related information are more anticipatory, 
thoughtful and systematic than those of competitors. Organisations that are good at market sensing 
are referred to as market-orientated organisations.  
A meta-analysis conducted by Kirca, Jayachandran, and Bearden (2005:24-41) reveals that there is a 
strong positive relationship between organisational change and market-orientation. Similarly, 
Morgan, Slotegraaf, and Vorhies (2009:285) tested the hypothetical relationship between 
organisational change and market orientation and the findings were consistent with Kirca et al. 
(2005:24). Responses from interviewees established the presence of sensing and deducing from this, 
the institution under investigation was deemed to be market-orientated.  
Dissonant responses from two interviewees could be explained by an inference that there could be a 
perception or information gap among the employee base that might need to be addressed. Extant 
literature states the importance of the scope of dissemination of strategy at various levels of the 
organisation and this should be promoted in the case of the institution.  Overall, there was evidence 
that the sensing capacity had yielded growth value for the institution. This aspect should be sustained 
if the institution was to keep the growth trajectory that had been witnessed between 2014 and 2018.  
b. Does the institution capitalise on educational opportunities? 
In the context of the research, this question sought to seek clarity on the aspect of seizing as a salient 
component in affirming the existence of dynamic capabilities. At the very core of the seizing process 
was the institution’s ability to strategise leveraging infrastructure as well as making appropriate 
decisions using proper absorption of resources to capture value from opportunities (Katkalo et al, 
2010:1). According to Teece (2007:1342) an organisation should introduce new products or services 
and invest in additional resources soon after sensing an opportunity in order to secure value in the 
identified opportunity. 
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The findings in respect of the aspect of seizing, although encouraging, introduced worrying 
inconsistences in the institution’s employment of seizing. It emerged that most of the interviewees 
positively stated that the institution seized opportunities. To a lesser extent it was found that the 
institution was not effective in the seizing aspect. It is important to note that even those interviewees 
asserting the existence of seizing, qualified their responses by expressing dissatisfaction with the level 
at which strategy manifested characteristics of seizing. Consistent with Teece’s (2007:1344) 
organisational actions related to seizing, the interviewees identified the introduction of new 
educational products as well as significant investment in infrastructure and resources as indicators of 
the existence of seizing. What was criticised was the inadequacy of resources; namely human capital, 
to match the growth pace exhibited by the institution.    
Much has been written regarding impeders of strategy in organisations. Among elements that most 
strongly indicate the presence of these impeders at the support level of strategy are aspects such as 
lack of consensus among decision-makers, but, most importantly, lack of capabilities and skills as 
well as unsuitable or inadequate resource allocation (Hrebiniak, 2006:17). Although interviewees 
indicated that there was visible investment in infrastructure, there were evident misgivings in the 
aspect of staffing which was seen as a possible impediment to strategy implementation. This aspect 
was also seen to disadvantage the institution’s seizing capacity. It is critical to qualify the mixed 
responses of the interviewees since they indicated inadequacies in the seizing capabilities of the 
institution. 
It is apparent in the discussion of polyarchy and social proofing that there is a possibility that the 
institution may not have met the prerequisite conditions for seizing. Polyarchy refers to a governance 
system in which power is widely dispersed to many individuals in an organisation (Felin and Powell, 
2016:83). The responses of interviewees suggested a structural defect in the institution that could 
inform imperfections in stating the seizing process of dynamic capabilities. As already alluded to in 
reviewed literature, polyarchy becomes indispensable because it infers that employees in strategic 
business units (private college) working closest to action are empowered, thereby minimising 
impediments prevalent with bureaucracy as well as monocracy. The devolution of responsibilities has 
not taken place and therefore this impedes the flow of strategic actions that signify the prevalence of 
seizing capacity. As such, the findings affirm that polyarchy is a micro-foundation underpinning 
dynamic capabilities.  
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The second organisational design principle pertinent to this study was social proofing – a term 
borrowed from social psychology (Felin and Powell, 2016:85). Social proofing entails any mechanism 
of social inspiration that facilitates harmonised behaviour among employees in an organisation, 
thereby promoting integration (Cialdini, 2001:75). Likewise, Teece (2007:1341) identifies integration 
as a pertinent managerial process, which helps organisations to build capacity for seizing. At the 
nucleus of social proofing is the ideology of inducing some kind of social contagion in which beliefs 
as well as best practice are disseminated throughout a strategic business unit.  
Manifest in the responses was the fact that the desired contagion had not permeated the entire 
employee cohort, as shown by dissonant answers from some of the interviewees. This indicated that 
there was more that the institution needed to do to disseminate this prerequisite micro-foundation of 
strategy implementation. In this regard, integration by social proofing can be thought of as an asset 
orchestration process. Social proofing thus becomes a key piece in the triadic relationship between 
strategy formulation, dynamic capabilities and strategy implementation because it enables 
organisations to put dynamic capabilities into practice. This aspect is a possible cause for further 
examination since there is evidence that social proofing does not exist as an optimal aspect of asset 
orchestration at the private college under review. 
c. Does the institution transform (align resources) to educational opportunities? 
In literature, this aspect was dealt with in the discussion relating to the transformation aspect of 
dynamic capabilities. Transformation relates to “continuous renewal and modification aimed at 
maintaining competitiveness” in the context of fast changing environments (Inan and Bititci, 
2015:314). Teece (2007:1341) expands the understanding of the importance of transformation by 
underlining the critical nature of judicious selection of technologies, design of business models and 
product attributes as well as aligning investment with resource allocation aimed at growth and 
profitability. This will inevitably lead to an efficient augmentation of institutional-level resources to 
achieve performance alignment. Of all the other aspects of dynamic capabilities, this one received less 
affirmation from interviewees regarding its existence. 
Most of the interviewees conceded that the institution subscribed to asset orchestration and 
repurposing as a stepping stage towards reconfiguration for further growth. They supported this by 
applauding the introduction of such new products as the degrees in logistics and education, 
respectively. This was seen as the institution’s strategic responsiveness to the demand for tertiary 
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education as well as transforming and reconfiguring itself for competitiveness. They also saw the 
merging of two campuses to maximise resource employment as emanating from strategy driven by 
dynamic capabilities. Few interviewees claimed that the transformative edge was non-existent, citing 
several imbalances between resources and services on offer negatively affecting capacity and 
performances. Table 5 below indicates the actions taken by the institution to transform from the 
perspective of the interviewees: 
Table 5: Transforming themes emerging from the interviewees’ responses 
Opportunities sensed dynamic capability 
micro-foundation (sensing) 
Transforming 
Recognising emerging opportunities for 
educational degrees (Teacher shortages) 
New programmes introduced namely Logistics and Bachelor 
of Education (Foundation phase and Intermediate phase) 
New processes and routines created 
New modules within already existing 
programmes 
Curricular and programme reform 
Recognising emerging opportunities for 
logistics and supply chain 
New faculties namely Supply Chain and School of Education 
Need to streamline operations against the 
backdrop of a sluggish economy 
Integration of two campuses to form one mega campus. 
Administrative cost lowered 
Shutting down poorly performing diploma programmes  
Growing demand for tertiary education New building on campus purchased (new processes 
implemented) 
There was an indication that the interviewees were dissatisfied with resource allocation as ratios of 
students to library as well as teaching and learning resources did not match. This was deemed to have 
a detrimental effect on the sustainability of growth as well as a sign of the inadequacies of the 
transforming capabilities of the institution. Furthermore, Hitt et al., (2017:1); Greer et al., (2017:138) 
are both of the opinion that it is much more important to realign organisational values, systems, 
structures and culture to the attainment of the strategic goals. The formulation of said strategic goals 
is the easier part. This research revealed that at institutional level, there seemed to be knowledge 
regarding what needed to be done. However, the implementation (transforming) part was problematic, 
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as resources were not adequately aligned. If not corrected, this could result in impeding strategy at 
various levels, especially at the implementation phase. The logical outcome of this impediment would 
be stunted growth. 
d. Use of dynamic capabilities by the college to implement growth strategies 
Alignment of strategy implementation and dynamic capabilities did not seem to be readily apparent 
to the interviewees and this may be the reason why there were divergent perspectives regarding the 
use of dynamic capabilities concerning growth strategies. An element to consider is also the 
conceptual complexity of the relationship between growth strategies and dynamic capabilities, which 
left some of the interviewees unsure if the relationship existed. 
Reviewed literature established the relationship between dynamic capabilities and institutional growth 
(Helfat et al., 2007:37). The element of growth strategies was dealt with in the theoretical grounding 
of this study by simply exploring the typologies of growth, which included size growth, and relational 
and capability growth. These were deemed important as they are driven by dynamic capabilities. It is, 
however, highly critical to state that there are numerous growth strategies that any institution may 
choose to make part of its strategic thrust 
Manifest in the use of dynamic capabilities in aiding implementation of growth strategies is the rate 
of reconfiguration. In essence, the findings in this study revealed that the institution had undergone 
noticeable reconfiguration. This is consistent with what Ambrosini and Bowman (2009:30) refer to as 
transformation and recombination of assets and resources. Interviewees who supported the existence 
of dynamic capabilities in strategy mentioned the merger of two campuses and the reconfiguration of 
operational routines and processes to accommodate the growth in student numbers. Furthermore, the 
acquisition of a bigger asset in the form of the new campus to accommodate current and future growth, 
was also seen as a reconfiguration process that indicated the consideration of dynamic capabilities in 
the implementation of growth strategies. The variances in responses could therefore be an issue related 
to how these growth strategies were communicated within the institution as well as the adaptation 
pace. 
The objective of the study was based on the three aspects of dynamic capabilities, namely sensing, 
seizing and transforming in the process of implementing growth strategies. Interviewees provided 
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adequate scope as directed by the four questions relating to the objective. It is in this regard that the 
objective of the study was met accordingly. 
MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS 
The knowledge levels of the interviewed personnel reflected that dynamic capabilities as a concept 
was well understood, with different interviewees highlighting aspects that were top of mind to them. 
It was not coincidental that all the findings indicated that dynamic capabilities needed to be adopted 
as a tool for growth strategies. This notion proceeded from the knowledge and appreciation of the 
concept of the efficacy of dynamic capabilities. It was apparent in the findings that the strength of the 
private college in respect of strategy and dynamic capabilities lay in sensing and seizing. Interviewees 
were clear in their responses regarding the college’s ability to identify opportunities and act upon 
them.  
What presented some concern to this study was the element of transformation where interviewees 
demonstrated uncertainty and divergent responses.  What seemed to be an issue was the capacity to 
manage strategic change as noted by Boniface & Groenewald, 2016:266; rather than sensing and 
seizing the opportunities. The transformational side was arguably the area that was lacking, as was 
the source of incapacity. This spoke directly to the operational aspects of the organisation rather than 
the strategic elements and this eventually begged the question as to whether the strategic goals were 
being supported and sustained at operational level. This drove to the resourcing of the institution, 
having responded to the market and the environment. This also featured in the challenges presented 
by the findings as possible impeders of dynamic capabilities in strategy implementation. Focus should 
thus be directed on alignment and resource utilisation.  
Informed by the problem the research set out to answer the following question: Were the capacity 
inadequacies and lack of support for implementing (growth) strategies evident at the private HEI, 
resulting from the absence of dynamic capabilities? The findings adequately provided the answer as 
well as indicated the possibilities for further exploration as indicated in the recommendations below. 
Capacity as well as structural issues featured prominently in instances where dynamic capabilities, in 
particular transforming capacity, were deemed less than adequate. 
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The findings of the research confirmed the existence of sensing and seizing capacity and identified 
the shortfalls of transforming capacity within the private college. Management should attend to 
transformational issues and the following recommendations are put forward: 
 The private college should improve its capacity-building capability and resource mobilisation 
capability. Using an organisational capabilities improvement plan, the private college can adopt 
the results of this research in developing these capabilities. 
 Management should seek to ensure seamless alignment of resources, values, culture and strategy 
processes to maintain a competitive edge. 
 Management should also consider restructuring functional and management structures to match 
rapid growth needs that are presenting themselves because of the espousal of sensing and 
seizing. 
 Devolution of decision-making processes should be considered to allow flexibility and speedy 
implementation of growth strategies with specific focus on accommodating transformation. 
 Leadership to ensure harmonised and integrated understanding of dynamic capabilities and 
strategy, in particular, should advance more lucid communication of strategy. 
 The context of rapid growth inspired by dynamic capabilities requires that management should 
see to staff preparedness and put in place resources and transformative systems to effect change 
management. 
 Focus on institutional culture is needed to align it to the imperatives of dynamic capabilities. 
CONCLUSION 
This study set out to establish the workings of dynamic capabilities in a private HEI. The presence of 
dynamic capabilities was identified as the institution was found to be sensing and seizing 
opportunities. However, there was room for improving transforming capacity.  
The study examined the concept of dynamic capabilities as a functional element in the private 
institution of higher learning. In the exploratory study, matters of alignment kept arising. This 
alignment related to resources, organisational culture and values. Two areas of further research were 
therefore identified as follows:  
Firstly, further research should focus on the question of aligning institutional culture with the use of 
dynamic capabilities in strategic processes. This would further clarify gaps regarding the relationship 
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of institutional culture and dynamic capabilities. This relationship, which was not within the scope of 
this research, merits further investigation.  
Secondly, the findings indicated that the institution is stronger in sensing and seizing and not as skilful 
at transformation. Future research should therefore focus on an investigation of the balance between 
the three elements of dynamic capabilities. 
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